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            For Marion, the love of my life.

For Ben and Daniel, the other two shining

lights in my life.

I’m so proud of you!

And, of course, for Max too.vi
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         1

         ‘Whew! I must have a little sit-down!’ said Angela, and sat down on a weathered bench by a narrow gravel path with a magnificent view of the lake: the Dumpfsee. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the small handkerchief the Dalai Lama had given her. If only she could say she’d been hiking for hours in the unbearable heat of summer, rather than taking a short stroll in pleasant May sunshine. After all those years in Berlin, when the only time she would hit ten thousand steps per day was pacing up and down in her vast office during the pandemic, she was not in great shape. It was going to be some time before her body, victim of around three thousand state banquets, approached anything like fitness again.

         Angela gazed at the Dumpfsee. The small lake was charming in just the ordinary way she liked. There was the perfect proportion of reeds and they wafted elegantly in a perfectly mild breeze. The water was a perfect blue, while the flight of the birds was more graceful than any ballet she’d ever seen. And Angela had seen a lot of ballets in the course of her state visits around the world. It was one of the greatest feats of her life to have stayed awake beside the president of China through all seven hours of a Beijing opera – and this despite being seriously jet-lagged.

         Here on this bench, by this lake, in this weather, she didn’t miss Berlin at all, even if she hadn’t quite got used to life in her new home of Klein-Freudenstadt. Not that 2there was anything surprising about that. After all, she’d only been here for six weeks. She’d taken a few walks through the village – which was charming in the same modest way as the lake – but she didn’t feel at home yet. She couldn’t help wondering whether she ever would.

         What if she started to crave her old hectic life in Berlin? This was her husband’s biggest fear, and secretly hers too. She had made him a solemn promise that they would enjoy a peaceful retirement together. For decades he’d had to take a back-seat role – could their marriage survive if she were to break her promise?

         ‘Is everything alright, darling?’ asked Achim. Her husband’s real name was Joachim, but as a student he’d decided that Achim was a cool nickname (which of course it wasn’t, but then he was a quantum chemist). Now he stood in front of her in a white, short-sleeved shirt and blue cropped trousers that exposed his short, hairy legs. On his feet was a pair of grey walking boots. His cluelessness about fashion was one of the things Angela adored about her husband. She also loved his total honesty: he simply wasn’t capable of lying. She often found herself wondering why all men weren’t like Achim, but she never wondered for long: if they were, the human race would never have survived.

         ‘Darling, I asked you a question.’ He was always worrying about her.

         ‘Everything’s fine, Muffin. I’m just feeling a bit hot.’

         From his rucksack, which he’d had since East German days, Achim took an old water bottle, from which his father had drunk before East Germany had even existed. 3The water always tasted metallic. Still, Angela found it refreshing.

         ‘Maybe you should try a new outfit?’

         Angela was dressed the same way she had been throughout her years as chancellor: in black cloth trousers and one of her many colourful blazers – today’s was green. The hiking clothes she’d bought five years ago were too tight, and in any case they were still languishing in one of the many unpacked removal boxes.

         ‘When we go to Templin at the weekend, I’ll get something more suitable.’ There was no way she was going to buy anything on the internet. Thanks to the endless briefings from cyber-security experts in her former life, Angela knew far too much about what happened to the data of online customers. Anyway, what business of Amazon’s was her dress size?

         ‘Whatever you say, darling,’ Achim replied. It was a phrase he frequently resorted to, and one that he found made life much easier.

         ‘Ahem… Putin has made a mess,’ announced a voice behind them. It belonged to an imposing man, well over six feet tall and sporting a crew cut, sunglasses and a black suit whose jacket was buttoned up to disguise a slight paunch. This was Mike, Angela’s 45-year-old bodyguard. Only six weeks ago the mere mention of the P-word would have been enough to give her a sleepless night, but now she just fished a small poo bag from her blazer pocket. For this Putin wasn’t the Russian president, but a small pug with a black splodge over his left eye. Achim had got him from an animal shelter and given him to 4Angela on the day she retired. With the help of this cute little creature, she was hoping to get over her fear of dogs. She’d named him Putin because the real version had once let his large black Labrador loose on her in a ploy to take advantage of her phobia.

         ‘I can pick it up if you like,’ said Mike.

         Angela was highly skilled at detecting when someone was making a genuine offer, and it was clear to her that Mike was not.

         ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said, holding out the small black plastic bag.

         ‘Em… of course… my pleasure…’ No doubt the man would have been less fazed by an Islamist terrorist – after all, he had been trained to reduce the fiercest attacker to a snivelling heap with a single blow. He was on the point of taking the bag when Angela bent down and said, ‘Don’t worry, I’m used to clearing up Putin’s messes.’

         She looked around. There was never a bin nearby when you needed one.

         ‘Shall I take it?’ asked Achim, who was not a man easily disgusted. ‘Those who love doggies carry their loggies.’

         ‘What have I told you about your little jokes, Achim?’

         ‘Keep them to myself?’

         ‘Correct.’

         Angela stroked his cheek fondly with her free hand, then turned to Mike. ‘Is there a shorter way back to the village? I want to pick up some apples for a cake and the shops will be shutting soon.’

         The early closing times were just one of many differences between Klein-Freudenstadt and Berlin. Angela 5wasn’t sure whether to find them endearingly quaint or just plain irritating.

         ‘Apple cake?’ said Mike.

         Angela knew her bodyguard loved cakes and rated her baking skills highly. At the same time he was worried about losing his athletic physique. Since being assigned to the Merkels he’d gained 2 kilos and 358 grams, despite rigorous physical training. Achim had no such issues. He could eat whatever he liked without putting on a gram. It was one of her husband’s qualities Angela had always been slightly envious of.

         Ever since coming to Klein-Freudenstadt she’d baked a cake almost every day: strawberry, pear, plum. Whatever the fruit stalls in the market square had to offer. Baking wasn’t just a way to fill the hours that, until a few weeks ago, she’d spent in meetings – it was a genuine passion. In another life she might have been a pastry chef rather than a scientist and a politician. In a parallel universe – and as a physicist she endorsed the theory that such things existed – there might well be an Angela who happily spent all day long making butter cake and quark doughnuts. Perhaps there was even a universe in which she could eat all the cakes she wanted without putting on any weight.

         ‘We can take a short cut through the woods,’ said Mike.

         Angela set off purposefully, followed by Achim, Mike and Putin, who despite his short, bandy legs could easily keep up with his mistress.

         They’d barely gone one hundred metres when they heard the sound of thundering hooves, followed soon afterwards by the appearance of horse and rider. She 6couldn’t know it at the time, but this was Angela’s first encounter with the man whose dead body she would find in a dungeon only hours later.

         2

         ‘Whoah, Ferdinand!

         The most surprising thing about Baron Philipp von Baugenwitz wasn’t his black stallion, whose thoroughbred physique would have given the other runners at Ascot an instant inferiority complex. Nor the fact that this magnificent beast went by the incongruous name of Ferdinand. It was that Philipp von Baugenwitz was clad in a suit of armour.

         ‘And I thought I’d seen every nutter under the sun,’ muttered Mike, having quickly identified the knight on horseback as harmless.

         Her years in politics had taught Angela that there was always a bigger nutter just around the corner. But even she couldn’t hide a degree of astonishment. Meanwhile Putin sought refuge from the horse behind her legs and Achim raised an eyebrow. It was a skill he’d learned as a child from Commander Spock in Star Trek.

         ‘It really is you!’ said the helmet. ‘Ever since I heard you’d moved to our lovely little village I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.’

         Angela deduced from his voice that the man in the helmet was in his early fifties. She noted approvingly that he had the good manners not to mention the poo bag in her hand, although he must have spotted it. 7

         ‘I expect you’re wondering why I’m in a suit of armour.’

         ‘The question had crossed my mind.’

         ‘This evening I’m hosting a medieval wine festival at my castle and I wanted to see how it felt. It belonged to my ancestor Balduin. And, I have to say, it feels really, really good! I’m definitely going to wear it this evening. You must have seen the posters for the festival?’

         ‘I have. And I received the flyer too.’ This had stuck in her memory because she’d been handed the paper by a teenager with dyed-blue hair who was so fixated by her mobile phone that she hadn’t clocked who Angela was. The last time someone had failed to recognise her was decades ago. At first it had felt strange, then liberating.

         ‘May I count on your presence this evening?’

         Angela and Achim had planned to settle into their new timber-framed cottage before venturing further afield. But how was she going to settle into her new house if she didn’t also settle into the village it was part of? And where better to start than at a festival attended by most of the village?

         ‘It sounds interesting,’ she said. She heard her bodyguard give a faint sigh behind her. It was his night off and he’d been hoping to treat himself to a nice drink in Aladdin’s Gin. This was the classiest bar in Klein-Freudenstadt, and also the only bar in Klein-Freudenstadt. Apart from that there was just the village inn, which was called Village Inn. Angela knew that if Mike had to keep an eye on her at the festival he wouldn’t allow himself even a sip of wine. No drinking on duty. It was hardly surprising that he was less than thrilled. 8

         Angela looked at Achim, who again raised an eyebrow – the other one this time. Over the years he’d really perfected the art. She remembered that she’d promised him they’d watch La Traviata on live transmission from the New York Metropolitan Opera, for which he’d specifically bought a new large-screen television (on special offer of course). Angela recalled his efforts to set up the remote control, as he proved once again that quantum chemists are totally clueless when it comes to everyday technology. It was only when Putin trotted all over it with his little paws that the gadget started to work.

         So, neither Achim nor Mike was exactly head over heels with excitement at the prospect of the wine festival that evening. In her husband’s case this was just as well, since he would certainly crick his neck if he tried to put his head anywhere near his heels. Yet Angela was reluctant to turn down the baron’s invitation. She was curious, and even had high hopes that she’d enjoy this event in her new neighbourhood.

         ‘You won’t regret it. I hope to see you this evening!’ said the baron tinnily, and rode off.

         ‘And I hope not,’ muttered Achim.

         ‘It might be fun,’ said Angela.

         ‘But we were going to watch La Traviata!’

         ‘We still can,’ said Angela. ‘There’s something called a record button. I’m sure Putin could find it.’

         ‘Ha ha,’ was Achim’s reply. He was many things, but quick-witted wasn’t one of them.

         ‘Come on, Muffin. Let’s see how people party here.’ Angela employed this pet name strategically. That is, 9whenever she needed to get her husband to do things he didn’t want to. A well-timed ‘Muffin’ could make him join in with the WAGs’ activities at G7 conferences, even after Melania Trump had replaced Michelle Obama.

         Still, Achim hesitated.

         Angela deployed a smile. ‘Aren’t you at all curious to see what the face beneath the helmet looks like?’

         ‘I could google that,’ said Achim.

         ‘I’ll do it now,’ said Mike, whipping out his mobile again. ‘And if I can’t find a picture of him online I’ll ask my colleagues at the Federal Police Bureau. And if they don’t have one they could hack into his mobile or send a drone with a high-resolution camera to—’

         ‘We will all see him in the flesh tonight,’ said Angela, laying down the law like the pro she was. Ignoring the scowls of the two men, she bent down to pat Putin’s head. ‘And you’re going to get a yummy bit of chicken this evening.’

         Putin was delighted. ‘Chicken’ was one of the sounds he understood, like ‘Sit’, ‘Lie down’ and ‘Yes, you can sit on the sofa even though Achim is raising an eyebrow.’

         Angela set off, poo bag still in hand. As she walked, she pondered which blazer she should wear to the festival.

         3

         Over the past six weeks the people of Klein-Freudenstadt had gradually become accustomed to Angela’s presence. Of course they noticed the former chancellor when she turned up in the old market square – as now with husband, 10pug and bodyguard – but they no longer queued for selfies with her. They rarely gawped or whispered comments, kind or (as had sometimes been the case) otherwise. Within two or three months, Angela was sure they would be completely used to her.

         After finally depositing the black bag in a bin, she wandered through the small market. Even to a woman like Angela, who didn’t go overboard with sentimentality, it looked idyllic. There were ten stalls selling produce from the surrounding Uckermark region: cheese, organic meat, fruit and vegetables, honey and even wine from the baron’s vineyard. Angela bypassed this – no doubt she’d be sampling the rare vintage later at the festival – and instead made for an organic fruit stall attended by a jovial-looking, rather chubby woman in her late forties, dressed in blue dungarees and a blue-and-white headscarf.

         ‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘I’d like seven apples, please.’

         ‘Take eight!’ said the stallholder.

         ‘Does that make it cheaper per apple?’

         ‘No, but you’d have one more.’

         Angela couldn’t help laughing. ‘I’ll take eight, then.’

         ‘You won’t regret it.’

         While Angela was being served, Achim waited at the wine stall. He had taken the panting dog into his arms. Putin was in even worse shape than his mistress. If things went on like this they’d both have to go on a diet.

         Achim was probably finding out all about viticulture in the Uckermark. Her husband loved doing this: asking endless questions and then not buying anything. It 11was astonishing that he’d never been banned from any shop.

         Mike stood a few metres away, scanning the market square for danger. Angela thought he might as well save himself the bother. What could possibly happen to her here? The idea of an assassin in a sleepy place like Klein-Freudenstadt was absurd. Besides, who would benefit from killing her? Angela had made a conscious decision to step out of the public eye, and was determined to keep it this way. She had no intention of annoying her successors by appearing on talk shows, writing newspaper columns or giving lectures. Nor did she feel the need, unlike certain other ex-chancellors, to sit on endless supervisory boards, lucrative as they might be. What was the point of earning more money than a normal person could ever require?

         Angela was about to tell her bodyguard to relax when a pregnant woman approached her. She was black, perhaps in her mid-thirties, and was wearing a loose-fitting, green-and-pink spring dress. In her long, smooth hair was a green headband. Angela hadn’t come across many immigrants, of any generation, in Klein-Freudenstadt. There was the man who ran the Italian ice-cream parlour, who came from Serbia; the owner of Müller’s butcher’s, who was from Taiwan; and the sales assistant in the stationery shop, who was from somewhere near Stuttgart. Angela assumed the woman must have some connection with one of East Germany’s socialist brother countries: Mozambique, Ethiopia, Benin…

         ‘Hello. May I have a word?’ the woman asked with a friendly smile. 12

         ‘Of course,’ Angela said, returning the smile. ‘What can I do for you?’

         ‘It’s me who can do something for you! My name is Marie Horstmann and I run the tourist office here.’

         Angela hid her surprise at the woman’s Teutonic name. ‘Klein-Freudenstadt has a tourist office?’

         ‘Yes, but it’s only open for two hours twice a week. Unfortunately the job doesn’t pay enough to live on.’

         ‘So what are you going to do for me?’

         ‘Well, I can offer you a guided tour of the village and tell you everything you need to know about it that you won’t find on Wikipedia.’

         ‘Half of the Wikipedia entry is a warning not to get Klein-Freudenstadt mixed up with Klein-Freudenstedt in Baden-Württemberg!’

         ‘True! I assume whoever wrote it was led astray by their SatNav.’

         Angela nodded. It was a plausible theory. ‘It’s a plausible theory,’ she said.

         Marie pointed at the village church. ‘For example, I can tell you which pastor drank all the communion wine then spent the rest of the day ringing the bells without any clothes on. And why the black stone in front of the church is called the Stone of Tears. Not to mention how Balduin von Baugenwitz died in his suit of armour.’

         Angela winced. So the baron had been wearing the very suit of armour his ancestor had died in. Either the man had a morbid streak or he lacked imagination.

         ‘That does all sound very exciting.’ None of the things the young woman had mentioned had been in the dossier 13on the village Angela had been sent by the intelligence service. It was while reading through this dossier at her desk in the chancellery that she had first had the thought: this ordinary place could suit me just perfectly!

         ‘Does tomorrow afternoon at four work for you?’ asked Marie.

         ‘I have no other plans,’ said Angela, uttering these words for the first time since the previous millennium. ‘My husband and bodyguard will come along too.’

         ‘Three tickets sold. A new record!’ beamed Marie.

         Achim approached. ‘I have some good news,’ he said.

         ‘I love good news,’ said Angela. She had learned from experience just how rare it was.

         ‘We can watch La Traviata live after all.’

         ‘Did you get the day wrong?’ Angela couldn’t help sounding surprised even as she realised this was impossible. Achim never made mistakes when it came to dates, numbers and facts.

         ‘No, the performance is tonight. But we don’t have to go to the wine festival.’

         ‘No?’

         ‘The wine they make at the castle is mediocre. To put it generously.’

         ‘Muffin, we aren’t going to the wine festival for the wine.’

         ‘We aren’t?’ Achim was confused.

         ‘It’s about meeting our neighbours. And while we’re on the subject, this is Marie Horstmann. She runs the Klein-Freudenstadt tourist office.’

         ‘Pleased to meet you. Achim Sauer – Sauer as in sweet, only the opposite.’ 14

         ‘Pleased to meet you too,’ said Marie.

         ‘You must be coming to the festival this evening?’ said Angela. To her consternation, Marie’s face, until then so cheerful, hardened at a stroke. Angela even fancied she detected a shudder.

         ‘No,’ she said.

         ‘Are you doing something else, like us?’ asked Achim.

         ‘We aren’t doing anything else,’ said Angela, turning to Marie. ‘See you tomorrow then,’ she said kindly, to give her a chance to get away without further distress.

         ‘Yes… four p.m. on the dot,’ said Marie. She tried and failed to produce a smile. ‘See you then.’

         ‘And I thought I hated bad wine!’ said Achim.

         ‘I don’t think Marie is avoiding the festival because of the quality of the wine.’

         ‘It would be perfectly logical if she were.’

         ‘I fear she has a deeper reason.’ Angela wondered what had made the pregnant woman shudder. Was there a husband who didn’t let her go out? Or was it something about the festival itself? Would somebody be there who she didn’t want to bump into?

         Angela decided to broach the question discreetly during tomorrow’s tour. She instinctively liked Marie, and was eager to help her in any way she could.

         4

         Angela had donned her favourite red blazer, the one she’d worn to the 2014 World Cup final. Achim, who could scarcely remember who had won that game, let alone 15who the opposition had been, was wearing his best and only suit. He’d bought it in 1997, the first time he’d had to accompany Angela to an official function. The occasion had confirmed his hypothesis that he wouldn’t find such events remotely fun.

         The three of them – Angela, Achim and Mike – were in the living room of the Merkels’ timber-framed house, built in 1789. It had low ceilings, and according to Achim’s calculations Mike hit his head on the beams on average 3.73 times per day. Still, it was a cosy place. They had acquired much of the previous owners’ furniture, including nineteenth-century cupboards, a rustic dining table with even more rustic chairs, and an insanely comfortable armchair. Achim had envisaged spending long hours in it reading his books on particle theory, but Putin had turned the armchair into his favourite sleeping place.

         I’m going to have to work out for an extra half hour tomorrow,’ sighed Mike, polishing off his third slice of Angela’s freshly baked apple cake.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Angela, who in fact derived a certain wicked pleasure in undermining the man’s iron self-discipline.

         She covered the cake, while Achim loaded the dishwasher according to a complex mathematical system that his wife never questioned. Not only did she have no desire to listen to him expound his method – which supposedly saved them every 12.7th washing cycle – but more importantly, she didn’t want to do anything to shake Achim’s conviction that only he could load the 16dishwasher perfectly, thus freeing her from this task for the rest of her life.

         ‘Should I give the leftovers to those two homeless guys in the village again?’ asked Mike.

         ‘Of course.’

         Mike grinned. ‘They’ve put on a few pounds too over the last few weeks.’

         You couldn’t tell by looking at him, but Mike had a big heart. He was divorced, and when interviewing him for the job Angela had been swung by how utterly devoted he was to his young daughter in Kiel. Another bonus was that, unlike the other candidates, he didn’t look as though he’d slaughter a puppy without batting an eyelid if given the order to do so. She had no wish to subject herself or her darling pet to men like that.

         She glanced over at Putin, who was just curling up in his basket – insofar as a pug could curl up. When he finally found his ideal position his guts let out a sigh of comfort that everyone in the room could hear. And smell.

         ‘I think,’ said Angela, ‘that is the signal for us to leave.’

         Mike and Achim were only too happy to agree. The three of them went outside, took a deep breath of fresh air and set off towards the castle. As she trotted along the cobbled street with its quaint houses, Angela realised how much she was looking forward to meeting her fellow villagers. She was sure it would help her feel at home. And the sooner she felt at home, the sooner that little part of her which longed to go back to Berlin – something she hid from Achim – would be silenced. 17

         5

         Their route took them past St Petri Church and out of the village onto a little-used country road. Up ahead was the seventeenth-century Castle Baugenwitz on its hilltop. The white masonry gleamed in the late-afternoon sun, and the scarlet roofs shone vibrantly.

         Angela, Achim and Mike joined the crowd of people walking up the tree-lined drive towards the castle. A tractor chugged past. On it sat four farmers, along with the fruit-seller from the market, all wearing grim expressions. A large banner was fixed to the back of the machine: don’t sell our land!

         Naturally Angela had read in the intelligence dossier that the baron was in dire financial straits. It was only thanks to all the subsidies he had received that the castle gleamed so brightly. The hotel business that was supposed to cover the maintenance costs had been shut down after huge losses. The small vineyard and the rent from the farmers barely made a dent in the deficit the property was running. Von Baugenwitz was forever assuring the local press that the castle and estate were not up for sale, and that he wished to preserve the centuries-old tradition of his family in the Uckermark. Not long ago, however, a lucrative offer had come in from an eccentric American electric car manufacturer, who planned to turn the estate into a home with a golf course – his seventeenth home with a golf course. The villagers suspected that the baron’s attachment to his ancestral estate might not be robust enough to resist the lure of the dollar.

         When Angela, Achim and Mike arrived at the castle 18gate, the farmers were setting up their protest: banners, flyers and a megaphone that whined when it was switched on and gave feedback every five seconds. Undeterred, one particularly irate-looking farmer yelled into it: ‘The Uckermark belongs to us! The Uckermark belongs to us!’

         ‘Strictly speaking,’ said Achim, ‘what that man is saying is not true. Unfortunately much of the land doesn’t belong to the Uckermarkers, but to a small number of private individuals such as the baron, or to the state.’

         ‘I don’t think you should mention that to the protesters.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘What did I always tell my ministers?’

         ‘Nobody likes a smart-arse?’

         ‘Precisely.’ Noticing that Mike was eyeing the protesters suspiciously, Angela said to him, ‘I don’t think there’s any danger here.’

         ‘No danger? There’s danger lurking everywhere! Like in Johannesburg when that dog – the one that seemed so cute – suddenly attacked the foreign minister and made a huge hole in his trousers, so you could see his test—’

         ‘Mike!’ Angela interrupted him.

         ‘Too much information?’

         ‘Too much information.’

         Angela went over to where the protesters were gathered. ‘May I have a flyer?’ she asked the friendly fruit-seller.

         ‘Take two.’

         ‘Because then I’ll have one more?’

         ‘You’re a fast learner.’

         The two women grinned at each other. It might be 19nice to get to know this woman better, thought Angela. Maybe she liked baking apple cake too? A baking friend would certainly help her settle in.

         A friend…

         Angela had never had a best friend. Not even in primary school, where the other girls often made fun of her. Yuck, yuck, tut-tut, Angela’s got a bowl cut.

         Achim had Tommy, his best friend since university, who he played Scrabble with via Skype every couple of days. But the women with whom Angela had spent the past few decades were defence ministers, prime ministers and bureau chiefs. No real friend could be found amongst those. Not that it had ever bothered her. Achim had been more than enough of a best friend to fill her meagre spare time. But now what? What would she do with herself when Achim and Tommy went off on their annual three-week hiking tour in the Alps? Angela could already see herself paying secret visits to Berlin to avoid vegetating on her own in Klein-Freudenstadt. Or she could stay and bake cakes with a real friend. That was a better option.

         ‘What do you think my name is?’ asked the woman. ‘I’ll give you three guesses.’

         Angela thought about it.

         ‘Just please don’t say Mandy!’ said the woman.

         ‘Sandy? Or Candy?’ joked Angela.

         ‘No!’ the woman laughed.

         ‘Brandy?’ When she felt at ease, Angela enjoyed a bit of silliness as much as the next person.

         The fruit-seller laughed even louder. ‘No, I’m called Angela too!’ 20

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Really!’

         Now they both laughed.

         Achim interrupted their fun. ‘Shall we go to the wine festival?’

         ‘While you’re at the castle,’ said the other Angela, ‘please tell his noble Lordship that he mustn’t sell the estate. It’s not just that our livelihoods depend on it, the environment would suffer too. The Yank wants to drain the lake behind the castle, but it’s an important spawning ground for lots of species.’

         ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ promised Angela without really promising anything. It was a simple manoeuvre, almost second nature after so many years in politics.

         She, Achim and Mike went through the gate into the courtyard. On the back of the flyer was a photograph of the friendly fruit-seller. She was indeed called Angela. Angela Kessler. And not only was she a farmer and fruit-seller, she was also a music teacher. And on top of that, she was deputy district chair of the hard-right Alternative für Deutschland party!

         So much for baking cakes together with her new friend.

         6

         The castle courtyard was teeming with Klein-Freudenstadters being served wine by men in medieval Harlequin costumes, and small wild boar sausages by women, also in medieval outfits. Angela knew she wouldn’t get 21the barbecue smell out of her red blazer in a hurry. She glanced at Mike, who had been momentarily mesmerised by a sausage. He was probably wondering how many extra minutes of exercise it would add to tomorrow’s workout.

         At the rear of the courtyard, men with long beards were playing a version of ‘La Cucaracha’ on historical instruments. It wasn’t exactly an easy listen. The guests, numbering two hundred perhaps, were having a splendid time. And in the centre of it all, wearing the suit of armour in which his ancestor had perished, stood the baron himself. Beside him was an attractive blonde, early thirties, in a tight-fitting black dress that was not remotely medieval. In a single, elegant movement she downed a glass of champagne and replaced it jauntily on the tray of a passing Harlequin while simultaneously grabbing another with her free hand.

         ‘You came!’ the baron called out delightedly, teetering and rattling over.

         The young woman in the black dress followed, swigging champagne. Her ring, with its super-sized diamond, suggested she was his wife. Just as the baron was about to speak, she said under her breath: ‘Take that stupid thing off!’ It was clearly meant as a command.

         ‘You’re quite right,’ said her husband, freeing his head from the heavy helmet. A greying man in his early fifties appeared. Angela noted with surprise that he looked like a cross between Roger Moore and Norbert Röttgen.

         ‘May I introduce to you my wife, Alexa von Baugenwitz,’ he said with a smile straight out of a toothpaste ad. Doubtless over the years it had bewitched many a woman. 22

         ‘No doubt better known to you,’ said the baroness with a dazzling smile of her own, ‘as Alexa Morgen.’

         ‘No. The name means nothing to me,’ said Achim, who would not have been a strong candidate for the diplomatic service.

         ‘From Red Roses,’ prompted the woman.

         Angela, who was well aware that her husband was as clueless about Red Roses as he was about Red Noses or for that matter anything relating to popular culture, said: ‘It’s a TV series.’

         ‘My darling Alexa was in it until I rode to her rescue and made her my wife,’ said the baron.

         ‘Rescue? I was the star!’ The forced smile failed to mask the anger she felt at her husband’s condescension. Alexa Morgen clearly believed she was a great actress.

         ‘Whatever you say, dearest,’ said the baron. Angela half-expected him to pat his wife’s head.

         ‘I played Dr Beate Borg, the doctor adored by all her female patients even though she has an alcohol problem.’

         Here at least was a point where actress and role could come together.

         ‘The doctor abhorred by all her female patients, more like,’ said her husband. It was obvious that he thought he’d made a brilliant witticism.

         ‘Don’t laugh too hard or your teeth might fall out,’ said his wife.

         The baron stopped laughing. ‘You shouldn’t drink so much,’ he said.

         ‘There are one or two things you shouldn’t do either!’

         ‘Perhaps we could discuss this later?’ 23

         ‘Why not now, in front of all these good people?’

         Angela moved to de-escalate. ‘But perhaps not all these good people want to hear about it,’ she said.

         ‘I certainly don’t,’ said Achim.

         ‘The thing is, my darling husband here—’

         Just then a female voice interrupted. ‘Philipp! It’s time for you to open the festival!’

         All heads turned towards a dark-haired woman around fifty. Her black trouser suit and clipboard suggested she was in charge of the evening’s festivities.

         ‘In that case I’d better open the festival,’ said the baron, clanking noisily off in his armour without saying goodbye. His eagerness to escape the unpleasant scene his wife had created was only too apparent. Also without another word, Alexa departed in search of more champagne.

         ‘I’m sorry you had to witness that,’ said the woman with the clipboard.

         ‘It’s not your fault,’ said Angela. The woman looked smart and educated, with a stylishness you wouldn’t necessarily expect to find in Klein-Freudenstadt. Angela had sensed right away that she was her equal in intelligence; her instinct for such things rarely let her down. Maybe she should suggest meeting up with her? If not to bake, then to discuss Goethe, Rilke or even Shakespeare over a cup of tea.

         ‘May I introduce myself? Katharina von Baugenwitz.’

         ‘I thought that other woman was the baron’s wife,’ said Achim.

         ‘I was his first wife.’ 24

         ‘Do you all live here together?’

         ‘It’s a big castle. If you want to it’s easy to avoid one another for weeks on end. My apartment is in the west wing. As is my office – I look after the business side of things.’

         Angela wondered whether she was involved in the sale of the castle to the American car manufacturer.

         ‘I’ll give you a little tour afterwards if you like.’

         ‘That would be lovely,’ said Angela. She was keen to get to know this woman better.

         ‘Wonderful. We can do it in half an hour. But may I ask you something first?’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘With your contacts in the ministry of justice there’s a matter you might be able to help me with.’

         Angela had moved away from Berlin precisely to avoid conversations of this kind, but she put on a brave smile and once again promised something without promising anything. Still, she was disappointed. She no longer felt like having a cup of tea with this woman.

         ‘Pia!’ Katharina von Baugenwitz motioned to a teenager with blue hair and a black leather jacket. It was the young girl who’d given Angela the flyer for the wine festival yesterday without recognising her.

         ‘What?’ asked the girl in a tone of thorough boredom.

         ‘Please would you take a photo of me and this lady for our website?’

         ‘If you like.’ The girl sounded about as enthusiastic as David Cameron had when they were discussing the free movement of people in the European Union. 25

         ‘Pia is my daughter from my first marriage,’ Katharina von Baugenwitz said.

         ‘Don Quixote’s daughter, then?’ asked Achim.

         ‘No, Philipp was my second husband.’ Katharina’s tone made her feelings about the marriage clear. ‘My first husband died in a car accident.’

         ‘I’m very sorry,’ Achim said.

         ‘I’m very sorry too,’ said Angela, to the blue-haired girl as well. Without replying, she began to fiddle with her smartphone. It was as if her father’s death was no concern of hers. ‘That must have been difficult for your daughter,’ said Angela, turning back to the mother.

         ‘Yes, she worshipped her father.’ There was a tremor in Katharina’s voice. ‘But she knows I’m there for her. And that I’d do anything for her. Anything!’

         Angela looked at the girl. It couldn’t have been easy when her mother had married Philipp, making him her stepfather. Since her mother’s divorce poor Pia had lost two fathers, albeit in different ways.

         ‘Can’t you take your eyes off that thing?’ said Katharina, clearly wanting to change the subject.

         ‘I can,’ said Pia, without doing it.

         ‘In the past,’ sighed Katharina, ‘you had to drag her out of the library, but now she’s forgotten what a book is.’

         ‘So do you want me to take a photo or not?’

         ‘My daughter is an excellent photographer. She’s an influencer, you know.’

         ‘What’s the difference between influenza and—’ said Achim.

         ‘Muffin, what did I say about COVID jokes?’ 26

         ‘That you never, ever want to hear another one.’

         ‘Precisely.’

         ‘You call your husband Muffin? For real?’ said Pia.

         Angela was not amused. ‘Are you going to take a picture or are we going to talk about our pet names?’

         ‘Let’s talk about your pet names. So how does it work? Do you ever say: Kiss me, Muffin?’

         Mike, who’d come over bearing a sausage, failed to suppress a guffaw. Angela gave him one of her looks, and he swiftly regained his composure.

         ‘Or how about,’ continued the blue-haired girl, ‘give it to me, Muffin?’

         Mike gave a loud, sausagey snort.

         ‘I think we’ll leave the photo for now,’ said Angela, moving off.

         Katharina turned angrily to her daughter. ‘Pia! What were you thinking!’

         ‘What’s the big deal?’

         ‘That woman could be useful to us!’

         Overhearing this exchange, Angela thought that maybe getting to know the people of Klein-Freudenstadt wouldn’t be so much fun after all.
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         The baron stepped onto a small podium set up in the castle courtyard. He’d put the helmet back on and now said into a microphone, ‘Hail, my dear subjects!’

         The reaction of the crowd was one of bewilderment mixed with hilarity. 27

         ‘Lose the helmet!’ shouted his current wife, her speech already slightly slurred. Her predecessor, Katharina, still clutching the clipboard, shook her head. Angela couldn’t tell whether she was more disgusted by the baron or his inebriated wife. Meanwhile, Pia stood a few metres away, filming the speech with her mobile, no doubt for the castle’s social media channels.

         ‘Oh… yes… excuse me,’ said the baron. He opened the helmet’s visor, but the look he shot his wife made it clear that he had no intention of taking the thing off.

         He began to read from a script. ‘My greeting to you was how my ancestor and founder of Baugenwitz Castle, Balduin von Baugenwitz, would have addressed you. No doubt shortly before having some of you impaled on stakes for failing to pay your tribute.’

         Nobody apart from the baron found this funny.

         ‘Or perhaps he would have had you broken on the wheel, put in an iron maiden or clubbed mercilessly with a morning star.’

         The crowd began to shift uncomfortably.

         ‘This guy’s even less funny than my boss’s husband,’ muttered Mike.

         Achim gave him a look.

         Mike went red. ‘Uh… Did I say that too loud?’

         Angela made a mental note for the next appraisal meeting: Mike needed to understand that his deep voice carried a long way, even when he was trying to whisper.

         ‘Life has moved on,’ continued the baron, still reading from the piece of paper. ‘These days the baron wouldn’t lay a finger on anyone. Apart from that time we were out 28shooting and a stray bullet of mine may have accidentally grazed the arm of our policewoman Fräulein Amadeus.’

         Now the crowd did laugh. All apart from the uniformed, red-haired woman in her late twenties who the baron now pointed to. She didn’t appear amused in the slightest. Angela noticed, however, that she had clocked Mike and was sizing him up with interest. Perhaps he was her type.

         ‘Anyway,’ the baron said, buoyed up by the laughter, ‘I was merely fined for that. Whereas my ancestor Balduin was poisoned with hemlock by his own wife.’

         While in his suit of armour, Angela thought, putting two and two together.

         ‘My more recent ancestors lived in greater harmony with their subjects. Wilhelm the Peaceful for example. Or Kasimir the Bird-Lover. Or Isidor… who also loved birds.’

         More laughter, except from those women who were married to the baron, had been married to him, or had been shot by him.

         ‘Just like you!’ his drunken wife yelled, much to the discomfort of the assembled guests. Only the teenager with blue hair was grinning.

         The baron turned red, more with anger than embarrassment. ‘Maybe it would be best if I finish now,’ he said. ‘As the representative of the von Baugenwitz family, I’m delighted that we’ve been able to live back in our castle for the last thirty years, after it was snatched away from us by the illegitimate communist state. And I hereby swear to you all that I will never sell it!’

         The crowd cheered. Angela turned around to see if 29the fruit-seller and her fellow protesters had heard this vow. They wore sceptical expressions. The baron performed an awkward bow in his armour, while his wife, handing her glass to a waiter, hurried off into the castle.

         ‘And now: music!’ declared Philipp von Baugenwitz. The medieval band launched into a highly idiosyncratic version of ‘The Macarena’. The first couples peeled away from the crowd and began to dance. Achim bobbed up and down to the music too. He had zero talent for dancing, but music always got him going.

         Exhilarated by the success of his speech, the baron clanked his way across the gravel, making a beeline for Angela. ‘So, how was it?’ he asked smugly.

         ‘It was remarkable,’ replied Angela. She was well versed in telling diplomatic half-truths to vain men.

         ‘Coming from a remarkable woman like yourself, that makes me happy.’

         Not for the first time, Angela reflected how incredibly easy it was to flatter the male ego.

         ‘Do you know what would give me great pleasure?’

         ‘I’m sure you’re going to tell me,’ said Angela.

         ‘I’d like to take you out.’

         ‘Out?’

         ‘Yes, there’s a wonderful restaurant in the neighbouring village called Entre Nous. They specialise in candlelit dinners,’ purred the baron with his toothpaste-ad smile that he clearly believed to be irresistible. ‘How about it?’

         Angela resisted the urge to shudder. ‘Perhaps when I’ve settled in a bit more,’ she said. 30

         ‘I can help you settle in,’ said the lord of the castle, dialling up his smile still further. ‘Think about it.’

         For Angela there was nothing to think about. Another reason for moving to Klein-Freudenstadt was not to have to go to dinner ever again with rich and influential men who thought they were irresistible. Still, because she knew that these sorts of men only heard what they wanted to hear, she said, ‘Thinking is always good.’

         ‘You won’t regret it!’ said the baron, delighted with himself, before wandering off through the dancing guests and back into the castle after his wife.

         ‘He was flirting with you,’ said Achim peevishly.

         ‘No he wasn’t.’

         ‘A hundred percent he was,’ said Mike.

         Angela remembered Nicholas Sarkozy’s ludicrous efforts to charm her during EU budget negotiations. These days, however, she had nothing to give away. ‘Why would anyone flirt with me now?’ she said.

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Achim.

         ‘That’s the wrong answer,’ she grinned.

         Achim looked confused.

         ‘What you meant to say was: “Because you’re an intelligent, highly attractive woman.”’

         ‘Oh yes, yes… Of course you are!’

         Angela smiled. She was well aware that Achim did in fact think she was the smartest and most beautiful woman in the world. He’d always been so sweetly jealous, since their earliest days at university. One time, when she was already going out with Achim, a fellow PhD student, a very sporty type, had made a move on her. Achim was 31furious. Squaring up to his rival, he’d said, ‘If you don’t leave my Angela alone, I’ll—’

         ‘You’ll what?’ the sporty guy had replied.

         ‘I’ll thump you. Then you’ll beat me up and I’ll just have to hope that Angela will still choose me.’

         Which is exactly what happened. No doubt there were many men who would fight over a woman, but Achim went a step further: he loved Angela so much he would willingly submit to a thrashing for her.

         ‘You’re not really going to go out to dinner with him, are you?’

         ‘Muffin, do you think I’m mad?’

         ‘Is that a trick question?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘You know I think you’re mad,’ said Achim. He’d never understood why Angela had given up her scientific career.

         ‘I’m not so mad that I’d willingly spend even a minute alone with a man like that.’

         ‘No, you can’t be that mad,’ her husband conceded.

         During this little exchange, Mike’s attention had wandered back to the young policewoman. She was just getting a mineral water from the drinks stand.

         ‘Why don’t you go over to her?’ Angela suggested.

         ‘Erm… what?’

         ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.’

         ‘I don’t have time for that sort of thing. I have to look after you.’

         ‘And you’re doing that by staring at the policewoman?’

         Mike tore his gaze away from the beautiful redhead 32and hectically looked in all directions as if there might be a few extremists amongst the dancing guests.

         ‘There’s no danger here,’ said Angela.

         ‘Do you know what my instructor used to say about phrases like that?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Famous last words.’

         ‘He must have been paranoid.’

         ‘Not paranoid. Vigilant. An essential quality for every bodyguard.’

         ‘Well, if you have to keep close watch over me,’ said Angela mischievously, ‘you’ll have to accompany me as I go to get a drink.’

         Mike looked nervously at the drinks stand. The policewoman was now leaning against it, holding a glass of water. ‘There’s another stand over there – it’s less busy,’ he said.

         ‘Yes, but it’s further away.’

         Angela set off, with Mike in tow. Beads of sweat appeared on his brow. He would have felt more relaxed cutting the wire of a ticking bomb. Achim stayed where he was, trying and failing to memorise the sequence of moves in the Macarena. His quantum chemist’s brain simply wasn’t up to it.

         When Angela and Mike reached the stand, she said a friendly ‘Hello’ to the young policewoman, followed by, ‘This is Mike, my bodyguard.’

         The redhead smiled bewitchingly. ‘Hello,’ she replied, her eyes sparkling. ‘I’m Lena.’

         ‘I’m… Mike,’ said Mike. He was better at interrogating suspects than talking to attractive women. 33

         ‘Mike, tell Lena how important it is for a bodyguard to cooperate with the local police force.’

         ‘It’s… very important,’ said Mike.

         ‘Is there anything you’d like to know?’ said the policewoman with another smile, clearly trying to make it easier for Mike. She seemed to like him despite his stammering. Or perhaps because of it: it was a nice contrast with his powerful stature.

         Sweating ever more profusely, Mike desperately tried to think of something to ask. All he could come up with was, ‘Do you know where the loos are?’

         Summoning all her powers of restraint, acquired the hard way during press conferences with Trump, Putin and many others, Angela managed not to slap her forehead.

         Still smiling, Lena gestured towards the portacabins.

         ‘Thanks,’ said Mike, scuttling away.

         ‘He’s not always like that,’ said Angela.

         At that moment Achim came over. ‘I just can’t get the movements to this dance,’ he announced.

         ‘Don’t expect me to show you,’ said Angela.

         ‘Why would I expect that? You’re just as clumsy as I am.’

         ‘Let me introduce Achim, my husband,’ said Angela. ‘The most honest person in the world.’

         ‘Lena Amadeus,’ said the policewoman. ‘I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve been asked by Katharina von Baugenwitz to check the rear of the castle is still burglar-proof. And because I’m here on duty, I’ll have to leave as soon as the festival ends. But would you mind passing on a message to your bodyguard?’

         ‘Not at all.’ 34

         ‘Tell him I’d love to meet him tomorrow evening in Aladdin’s Gin.’

         ‘Certainly!’ Angela felt very pleased with herself.

         The young woman left and Angela watched the merry crowd drinking and laughing. Children ran around noisily, while a few couples waltzed with various degrees of accomplishment. Everything was bathed in the golden evening light. Angela felt a warm glow in her heart. Maybe this was the right place to spend the rest of her life after all. A life in which she would discover new things about herself and Achim. The glow became so warm that she decided to embark on something new right away.

         ‘Let’s dance,’ she whispered to Achim.

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’d like to dance with you,’ she said, slightly louder this time.

         ‘I can’t dance.’

         ‘I know that.’

         ‘And nor can you.’

         ‘I think we could manage a bit of rhythmical swaying.’

         ‘That’s what you said at the Vienna Opera Ball in 2001, where I trod on your toes seven times in just under five minutes.’

         ‘True.’

         ‘And you stepped on mine three times.’

         ‘Sorry.’

         ‘Love means never having to say you’re sorry,’ said Achim. He cried every time he watched Ryan O’Neal utter these words to Ali McGraw at the end of his favourite film, Love Story. 35

         ‘Come on. If we keep our feet firmly on the ground we can’t step on each other’s toes.’

         ‘Sounds logical.’

         ‘So…’

         ‘Will you give me the pleasure of the next dance?’ Achim chuckled, took her hand, and guided her over to the dance floor. The couple rocked gently back and forth in the middle of the throng.

         It was lovely. Why they hadn’t done this ages ago? Maybe she and Achim could take dancing lessons. They would make an excellent challenge for any teacher.

         As Angela swayed in rhythm with her husband, she felt for the first time properly at ease in her new home. She was too wrapped up in the moment to notice that all the villagers she’d spoken to that evening had left the castle courtyard: the baron, his wife, his ex-wife, her daughter, fruit-seller Angela and the policewoman.
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         After the dance Angela and Achim wandered across the courtyard with a spring in their step. On closer inspection, the castle was rather tatty. The paint was peeling off in several places and a number of roof tiles were missing. A few sad-looking fish swam around in the fountain, which was in urgent need of a clean. The money from East Germany’s economic restructuring programme had been spent long ago, and it seemed there was nothing left for the upkeep of the place. While Angela pondered this, Achim marvelled at the roses climbing up beautiful 36arches and the little white-flowering plants that alone seemed to be permitted to grow amongst their thorns.

         A few children came up to Angela to ask for selfies, egged on by their parents who waved sheepishly from a distance. She was happy to go along with it, realising to her surprise that she actually enjoyed having her picture taken when it wasn’t part of her job. Maybe she should do a selfie with Achim? No, he hated selfies. He had a theory that he looked best from behind, and she didn’t want to risk spoiling the moment by annoying him. After all, the only time they’d ever been this relaxed together was on hiking holidays in the Tyrol. But now they weren’t on holiday, they were embarking on a new life. Maybe even a better one than before. An everlasting holiday, so to speak.

         No sooner had Angela had this thought than the doubts returned. She’d never been one for long holidays. At some point wouldn’t she start to feel bored without anything to do apart from baking, cooking and reading books? Wouldn’t she long for a new occupation, like a chair at a university? If that happened Achim would definitely be disappointed. Not just disappointed, he’d feel betrayed. She’d always promised him this retirement in the Uckermark.

         Angela sighed and decided she could do with a glass of wine. She guided her beloved over to the drinks stand and both of them took a little glass. But she had been so spoiled for wine over the past decades that she could barely manage a sip of the local tipple. Achim concurred.

         ‘It tastes like it’s been made with antifreeze,’ he said.

         ‘I fear antifreeze would be more palatable than this 37rot,’ joked Angela. Achim began to laugh loudly, which he only ever did when he’d drunk alcohol. He sounded like an asthmatic sea lion.

         ‘Is he feeling alright?’ asked a Harlequin waiter.

         ‘He’s just laughing.’

         ‘Okay… Perhaps you’d like to try the punch instead? There’s just enough for one last glass.’ The waiter gestured towards a bowl, where a single, sad slice of pineapple floated in what remained of the light-brown liquid.

         Privately Angela considered it very unlikely that the punch would taste any better than the wine, but she didn’t want to seem rude. ‘What’s in it?’ she asked.

         ‘Well, there’s some Baugenwitz wine…’

         Not a good start, thought Angela.

         ‘Not a good start,’ said Achim.

         It was lovely that they were still on the same wavelength after all these years! How could she even consider putting this charmed marriage under strain by breaking her pact with her wonderful husband and escaping back to Berlin?

         ‘And on top of that,’ continued the Harlequin, ‘there’s hot eggnog, hot amaretto, hot caramel vodka – and pineapple to be healthy.’

         ‘All of that just to hide the taste of the wine?’ asked Angela.

         Achim laughed again, gasping for breath and briefly unnerving the Harlequin once more as he ladled the last of the punch into a glass. ‘The last glass brings luck!’ he announced.

         ‘Please! Allow me!’ Achim said with a gallant I-would-38die-for-you gesture. He took a sip and shuddered. ‘Old Balduin’s wife didn’t need to bother with hemlock with barrels of this stuff in the cellar.’

         ‘I’ll have to throw it away now,’ the waiter said irritably as Achim handed him back the almost-full glass. ‘You’ve already drunk from it!’

         As the man walked off in a huff, Angela looked around. She wondered what their host was up to. The knight in less-than-shining armour was nowhere to be seen. Many guests had already made their way home, but a few last revellers were still singing drunkenly along to old folk songs. The fruit-seller had taken down the stand and was rolling up her banner. It wasn’t just the baron who was missing; his wife hadn’t shown her face since the speech either. The girl with the blue hair, on the other hand, was rolling a joint by the fountain. The young policewoman was keeping an impatient eye on the time, no doubt keen to clock off. Mike was trying and comically failing not to stare in her direction.

         Katharina von Baugenwitz stepped onto the podium. Signalling to the musicians to stop playing, she announced into the microphone: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, all good things must come to an end. We’re delighted you turned up in such numbers and are already looking forward to welcoming you at our annual harvest festival this autumn.’

         The remaining guests applauded. As she clapped, Angela wondered why the baron had passed up this opportunity to appear in front of an audience. She didn’t know him well, but it seemed somewhat out of character to leave the ceremonial farewell to his ex-wife. 39

         ‘Shall we go?’ said Achim, interrupting her thoughts.

         ‘Yes, Muffin, let’s go.’

         ‘Muffin,’ echoed the Harlequin with a smirk.

         Achim and Angela ignored him. As they were gesturing to Mike that it was time to leave, Lena the policewoman suddenly hurried past without so much as a glance. Strange, thought Angela. Only an hour ago she’d been so friendly.

         Katharina von Baugenwitz approached. ‘Are you leaving already?’ she said. ‘I was hoping to show you around the castle.’

         ‘Perhaps another time,’ said Angela. She had no desire to listen to the woman’s requests for favours.

         ‘We have a truly magnificent wine cellar.’

         ‘We’ve already tried the local plonk,’ said Achim, making no attempt to conceal his horror at the prospect of having to drink more of it.

         ‘Oh, not that filthy stuff my ex-husband produces. We’ve got the best wine cellar in eastern Germany. There are Riojas from 1917, clarets from 1929, a 1943 Cheval Blanc.’

         Achim was taken aback. ‘Wow… those really are the the best years! For wine I mean. They weren’t so great for humanity.’

         ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like to sample one or two of these rare vintages?’

         ‘I suppose it might wash the rather nasty taste from my mouth.’

         ‘And the rather nasty memory of the Baugenwitz punch from your mind,’ joked Angela. 40

         Achim burst into his sea lion laugh again. Katharina gave a violent start, but quickly pulled herself together. ‘Excellent!’ she said. ‘Shall we make our way to the dungeon?’

         ‘The dungeon?’ said Angela.

         ‘Balduin – the one who built this castle – used to keep prisoners there. They say nobody ever came out alive. Now we just use the space for wine of course.’

         Angela and Achim followed Katharina into the castle, with Mike a few paces behind them.

         The entrance hall was full of paintings of the last few centuries’ worth of Baugenwitzes: hunting, banqueting, or just staring crossly at the painter (no doubt wondering how much longer they’d have to stay still). To judge by their expressions, the male members of the family didn’t suffer from a lack of self-confidence. Two of them looked especially unpleasant.

         ‘That must be Balduin,’ said Angela in front of a seventeenth-century painting showing a knight grinning dementedly as he stood atop a pile of corpses.

         ‘He makes Vlad the Impaler seem like quite a level-headed chap,’ said Achim.

         ‘You can see why his wife might have wanted to poison him,’ said Angela.

         ‘None of the barons was exactly a paragon of virtue,’ said Katharina pointedly. It was clear to Angela that she lumped her ex-husband in with the rest of them.

         Angela’s gaze fell on a portrait of a man in a suit of the kind the chancellors of the Weimar Republic used to wear. He was sitting at his desk, no doubt attending to 41some highly important paperwork: perhaps that month’s rota for impalings.

         ‘That’s Ferdinand, Philipp’s great-grandfather. He was a very powerful man in politics and society. His influence went beyond Brandenburg – as far as Berlin. He was far more impressive than our Philipp.’

         That’s not hard, Angela thought to herself as she pictured the conceited clown in armour.

         Obviously she didn’t say this out loud.

         ‘That’s not hard,’ said Achim out loud.

         ‘No, it isn’t,’ said their guide. If Katharina still harboured any love for her ex-husband, it manifested itself in contempt.

         ‘What a horrible picture!’ Achim said in front of painting of a man in a blue aristocrat’s outfit and eighteenth-century wig. He was lying in the grass, his face bloody and mutilated, while another man clad in red and yellow was bent over him holding a musket.

         ‘That’s putting it lightly,’ said Mike, turning pale. The bodyguard had strong muscles but a very weak stomach.

         ‘It’s Walter von Baugenwitz,’ explained Katharina. ‘He lost a duel with Bernhard von Sassen and died an agonising death over the course of a fortnight.’

         ‘What was the reason for the duel?’ asked Achim.

         ‘Bernhard insulted Walter by telling him he ran like a duck. He even did an impression, waddling around in front of Walter – who then demanded satisfaction.’

         Achim shook his head. ‘So he died of a large ego.’

         Not a cause of death women were prone to, Angela found herself thinking. 42

         ‘Come on, let’s find the wine,’ said Katharina, leading the guests across the hall. Angela noticed that many of the picture frames were damaged. The carpets they were walking on were threadbare and a glance up to the ceiling revealed that the plasterwork was crumbling in places. The castle’s interior was mouldering like an aging diva.

         Katharina took them down a corridor past a bust of General Hindenburg. Angela could well imagine the circles Philipp’s grandfather had moved in during the 1930s. Alongside the general were three glass cabinets: the first contained a morning star, the second a crossbow and the third a musket.

         ‘Is that the gun Walter used in the duel?’ asked Angela.

         ‘Yes,’ said Katharina without stopping.

         Angela saw that the glass above the musket was slightly askew. She had an urge to put it back in place – as a scientist she knew that the gun’s metal would oxidise if the cabinet wasn’t sealed – but she restrained herself. It was impolite to tidy up in other people’s houses.

         They turned into a narrower side corridor that led to a heavy wooden door with a wrought-iron handle. Stretched out on a chaise longue in front of the door, Alexa was snoring noisily.

         ‘She snores almost as loudly as you do,’ Achim murmured affectionately to his wife. Not for the first time that evening, Mike snorted in amusement.

         As Angela weighed up which of the two she should glare at first, Katharina said, ‘Ignore her.’

         ‘That would be easier if I had my earplugs with me, but I left them on the bedside table,’ said Achim. 43

         Mike made another noise that betrayed amusement.

         Angela sighed. In Berlin her bodyguards had had far less insight into her private life. Sometimes it was hard not to long for those days again.

         She stepped with the others past the snoring woman, through the heavy wooden door and onto a narrow stone staircase that descended into the catacombs.

         Ignoring the electric light switch, Katharina von Baugenwitz took a medieval wooden torch from its mount and lit it. ‘This is more appropriate.’

         At the bottom of the stairs was a low, vaulted corridor, leading to another wooden door even more solid than the one at the top of the stairs.

         ‘Voilà – our wine cellar!’ Katharina pressed down the handle but the door wouldn’t open. ‘Strange…’

         ‘What’s strange?’ Angela asked.

         ‘The door’s locked. It’s never locked!’

         Angela was surprised by the woman’s sudden panic.

         ‘A key might help,’ said Achim, stating the obvious.

         ‘There is only one key! Philipp has it – but he never uses it! We always leave the door open, always! Something’s wrong!’ She pressed the handle down again. And again.

         ‘Do you know what the definition of madness is?’ said Achim. ‘It’s when you keep doing the same thing hoping for a different result.’

         ‘Not now, Muffin,’ said Angela. She laid a hand on Katharina’s shoulder, but the panic-stricken woman shoved it violently away.

         ‘WHOAH!’ Mike leapt in to protect his charge, but 44only knocked his head against the vaulted ceiling. ‘Ow! Scheisse!’

         Angela moved to de-escalate the situation. ‘Let’s all calm down. Mike, would you be so kind as to open the door for us?’

         Mike yanked the handle, which came off in his hand. The door remained closed.

         ‘Perhaps you need to try something a little more extreme,’ said Angela.

         ‘You mean force it open?’ Mike’s expression brightened. ‘Or shoot the lock?’

         ‘I think forcing it open would be just fine,’ said Angela hastily.

         Mike took a few steps back then launched himself at the door. There was an almighty sound of splintering wood and the lock gave way. Cursing under his breath, the bodyguard clutched his shoulder.

         Katharina pushed open the door and immediately let out a scream. Mike pulled out his gun. Achim assumed the karate basic position. He’d made it as far as green belt in the 1990s, before realising that not only was jogging better for the cardiovascular system, it also meant you got fewer bare feet in your face. Angela, on the other hand, kept her composure. She swiftly took the torch from Katharina and shone it into the cellar.

         Amongst the wine barrels and racks full of dusty bottles, Philipp sat motionless, his torso slumped over a huge oak desk.

         ‘NOBODY MOVE!’ Mike shouted, moving towards the man in armour, his pistol at the ready. He lifted the 45baron’s head and peered through the open visor. ‘He’s as dead as a doornail.’

         Katharina gave a shriek and began to sob. Angela gestured to her husband. Achim gallantly took her hand and led her out of the vault.

         While Mike performed a reconnoitre, finger on the trigger, Angela pressed a switch and the former dungeon flooded with light. Slotting the torch into an empty bracket on the wall, she approached the body. Up to then she’d only come across violent death indirectly in statistics and reports, and she was surprised at how calm she felt. On the desk in front of the body stood a medieval chalice, almost half full. Angela took a closer look.

         ‘Don’t touch anything,’ said Mike, returning the pistol to its holster. He had satisfied himself that no dangers were lurking in the musty wine cellar.

         ‘I wouldn’t dream of it…’ said Angela.

         ‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ said Mike.

         ‘… at least not without gloves,’ she continued, pulling a pair of leather ones from her bag.

         ‘Definitely not a good idea,’ said Mike, but he knew his boss well enough by now to realise that there was no point trying to stop her.

         Angela put on the gloves and picked up the chalice.

         ‘It looks like the Holy Grail in Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade,’ said Mike.

         As she inspected the ancient vessel, Angela’s pulse quickened. ‘There are bits of residue inside,’ she said. ‘It appears the baron was poisoned.’ She felt the familiar surge of adrenaline that flowed through her veins 46whenever she was confronted with an unexpected and complicated task. She’d never expected to experience this again in retirement. Yet now she was! Morally suspect though it might be, Angela had to admit she felt extremely excited about this apparent murder case. More excited than about anything else that had happened in Klein-Freudenstadt so far, even her dance with Achim.

         ‘It could be cork,’ said Mike.

         ‘I don’t think so. He would have noticed the cork while the wine was being poured.’

         ‘He wouldn’t have noticed poison?’

         ‘It could have been slipped into the glass after the wine. And given how much we’ve all heard about hemlock today, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that is what’s in the chalice.’

         ‘Hold on a minute,’ said Mike. ‘He can’t have been murdered.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Look – the door was locked from the inside. How could the killer have made his exit?’

         Angela was pondering this when she spotted a broken inkpot on the floor. It looked as if it had been knocked off the desk by the baron in his death throes. Not far from it lay a quill, the nib still wet with ink.

         ‘Mike, could you lift his upper body off the desk.’

         ‘You do realise we ought to leave this to the police?’

         ‘Or I could do it myself…’

         Mike sighed the sigh of thousands of other officials who’d had to work under Angela over the years. He lifted 47the baron’s torso. On the desk beneath, a scrap of paper was revealed. And scrawled on the paper was:

         a

         ‘What does that mean?’ asked Mike.

         ‘Well, my dear Mike,’ said Angela, fancying that she sounded exactly like Sherlock Holmes. ‘I can only assume it’s a clue that will lead us to the killer.’

         9

         ‘I’m sorry to disagree,’ said Mike with a condescending smile that showed he wasn’t sorry at all, ‘but this was definitely suicide. A strange suicide, yes. But not as strange as a murder’ – he pointed at the door again – ‘committed with the door locked from the inside and no perpetrator.’

         ‘Let’s not rush to any hasty judgments,’ said Angela. Over the course of her career she’d learned a number of things. First, that you couldn’t be one hundred per cent certain of anything in life. Second, that her hunches were correct 81.4 per cent of the time. (This was according to Achim, who had informed her of the statistic on a day she’d lost three successive votes in the Bundestag. He’d meant to cheer her up but his timing had been hopeless. She’d nearly replied that she found 81.4 per cent of his qualities endearing, and maybe he ought to work out whether or not his penchant for making such calculations was one of these.) And third, when a man gave her a condescending smile, it was usually a sign she was 48onto something. If she had a euro for each patronising male smile, she sometimes thought, she would be able to finance the clean energy revolution single-handedly.

         So Angela trusted her instinct and ignored this smile as she had all the others in the past. She hoped this was one of the 81.4 per cent of occasions on which she was right. After all, a murder victim who’d scribbled a clue just before he died was far more exciting than a mere suicide, however dramatic.

         Angela removed the gloves and began to nose around the wine cellar for further clues. The bottles in the racks were ordered by date. The more recent vintages had the years marked on the labels, while the age of the older ones had to be inferred from the ever-thicker layers of dust on the bottles. At the far end of the cellar was a huge wine barrel. A perfect hiding place for a killer! she thought, then couldn’t help smiling at herself. She’d never entertained such crazy thoughts in her life. It was thrilling!

         Angela knocked on the barrel. It didn’t sound hollow, as she’d hoped, and for a moment she pictured a person, with flippers, goggles and oxygen tank, hiding in the wine. No, that was too far-fetched. She mustn’t get carried away by her fantasies – as she had in 2015, when for a few weeks she’d believed the Germans would actually welcome refugees into the country with open arms.

         She made her way around the barrel and examined the wall behind. Was there a secret door, perhaps? Leading to a passage, down which the murderer could have fled?

         In the dim light she could only make out the large arch bricks, but no door. Not even a lever or a button to 49open up a secret passage, like the one in the White House used by so many presidents to smuggle their lovers in and out. Or by Barack Obama to smuggle in and out the cigarettes he had to hide from Michelle.

         ‘It’s time we went back up,’ called Mike. ‘The police will be here soon and they’ll want you to make a statement. You ought to be gone before the press appear.’

         Up to now Angela hadn’t been worried about the press. There wasn’t a single journalist living in Klein-Freudenstadt. Sooner or later, though, a local hack from the Uckermarker Herald was bound to turn up from nearby Templin and make a name for themselves with the headline ex-chancellor finds body. Whereupon the national media would descend for weeks. Her peace and quiet would come to an abrupt end.

         Besides, Angela knew there was no way the police investigators would let her play the amateur sleuth. For a moment this made her feel sad, but she pulled herself together. Expert work should be left to the experts. And let’s face it, she was about as much of a genuine detective as Melania Trump was a genuine feminist.

         As she passed the wine barrel on the way out, something flitted by on the ground. A white mouse! Not being one of those women who was irrationally frightened of mice, she didn’t scream. Instead she analysed the path it took. The mouse hadn’t come from the direction of the broken door, so it must have been in the cellar for a while. Was there a secret passage after all? She was about to turn back to investigate where the mouse was heading when she heard Achim shout, ‘I need your help!’ 50
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